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I. INTRODUCTION
Full and equal participation for blacks in the
electoral process in the United States still has not been
achieved despite the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and its
extension and expansion by Congress in 1975. Throughout
much of the south, for example, discriminatory practices
continue. The following striking statistic in Table 1
is for Georgia. Of the state's twenty counties in which
black citizens are in the majority, sixteen counties have
all-white county commissions and the other four counties
have only sixteen black commissioners out of a total of
eighty-three.^
Although it was written in 1949, Key's description of
Georgia politics is still appropriate:
It has not been dominated over a long period
by a single well-disciplined machine. Nor
have there been in recent years well-organized
competing machines. Political factions form
and reform. Leadership in state-wide politics
tends to be transient. No orderly system
prevails ... for the recruitment, development,
and advancement of political process appears
as a free-for-all, with every man looking
out for himself.2
^Bruce E. Williams, The Right to Vote (New York:
Rockefeller Foundation Press, 1981), p. 2.
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POPULATION AND NUMBER OF COMMISSIONERS ELECTED IN
GEORGIA'S MAJORITY COUNTIES
POPULATION NO. OF COmiSSIONERS
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Baker 1961 3,808 1,898 50% 5 0 5 4 1
Burke 1983 19,349 10,385 54% 0 5 5 3 2
Calhoun 1980 5,717 3,285 57% 1 4 5 5 0
Clay 1983 3,553 2,208 62% 5 0 5 5 0
Fulton 1982 589,904 303,509 51% 3 4 7 4 3
Greene 1964 11,391 5,992 53% 5 0 5 4 1
Hancock 1976 9,466 7,406 78% 4 0 4 0 3
Jefferson 1918 18,403 10,058 55% 3 0 3 3 0
Macon 1951 14,003 7,856 56% 5 0 5 5 0
Peach 1979 19,151 9,682 51% 1 4 5 3 2
Quitman 1965 2,357 1,336 57% 5 0 5 5 1
Randolph 1961 9,599 5,374 56% 5 0 5 5 0
Stewart 1931 5,896 3,787 64% 1 0 1 1 0
Talbot 1925 6,536 4,220 65% 3 0 3 3 0
Taliaferro 1939 2,032 1,318 65% 3 0 3 3 0
Terrell 1979 12,017 7,301 61% 1 4 5 4 1
Twiggs 1982 9,354 4,756 51% 0 5 5 4 1
Warren 1977 6,583 3,922 60% 1 2 3 3 0
Washington 1939 18,842 9,645 51% 3 0 3 3 0
Webster 1931 2,341 1,180 50% 1 0 1 1 0
Source: Voter Education Project Inc., 1984 Reports,
(Atlanta, Georgia: VEP Press, 1984), p. 3.
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Since passage of the Voting Rights Act (VRA), the number
of black elected officials has increased substantially.
However, serious underrepresentation of blacks in elected
positions persists in Burke County. Underrepresentation
of blacks in elected office can be attributed to election
systems, such as voting rules and requiring candidates to
run at-large (see Table 2).
There is no doubt that both the method through which
officeholders are elected and the exact boundaries of the
jurisdiction they represent can affect the opportunities
of blacks to be elected. For example, in any town, city,
or county, each member of the local governing body can be
elected by all of the voters (elected at-large) or by only
the voters of a particular district (elected by single-member
district). In a town of 10,000 registered voters with a
governing body composed of ten members, this would mean that
all 10,000 voters could cast ballots for all ten members of
the governing body, or that the voters, grouped into ten
districts of approximately 1,000 voters each, would be able
to elect one member of the governing body to represent their
particular district.
In certain circumstances, the consequences for black
representation of these different voting methods can be
significant. If, for example, the town contains a majority
of white voters, who consistently refuse to vote for black
candidates (that is, there is racial bloc voting), an
at-large election system has the effect of denying black
TABLE 2
NUMBER AND PERCENT OF BLACK ELECTED OFFICIALS IN SOUTHERN STATES








































Alabama 3,893,888 73.79 25.59 4,060 24 .59 4,151 238 5.73
Georgia 5,463,105 72.30 26.81 7,226 21 .29 6,660 249 3.74
Louisiana 4,205,900 69.31 29.45 4,761 37 .78 4,710 363 7.71
Mississippi 2,520,638 64.10 35.19 4,761 29 .61 5,271 387 7.34
N. Carolina 5,881,766 75.84 22.43 5,504 10 .18 5,295 247 4.66
S. Carolina 3,121,820 68.80 30.37 3,078 11 .36 3,225 238 7.38
Virginia 5,346,818 79.23 18.86 3,587 24 .67 3,041 91 2.99
Total 32,997 156 .47 32,353 1,813 5.60
Source: Milton D, Morris, Black Electoral Participation and the Distribution of
Public Benefits (New York: Rockefeller Press, 1981), p. 177.
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voters the opportunity to elect a black to office. In
contrast, elections from single-member districts, some
of which contain more than 50 percent black voters, would
make black representation on the governing body much more
likely.
Combinations of these voting systems are also possible.
Members of the town governing body could be elected from a
mixed system, using at-large and district elections. For
example, of the ten members of the governing body, two
could be elected at large and eight could be elected from
single-member districts. Given racial bloc voting, the
opportunity for blacks to be elected under this mixed system
would depend upon the proportion of black voters in each of
the eight districts.
In addition, the town council could be divided into
multimember districts in which more than one member of the
town governing body is elected from each district. For
example, two districts could elect five members each. Again
the opportunity for blacks to be elected would depend upon
the percentage of black voters in each of the two districts.
If each district reflected the overall racial proportions
of the town (for example, 40 percent black, 60 percent
white), this opportunity would be limited. If one district,
however, had 60 percent minority voters and the other
15 percent black voters, the opportunities for black
6
representation, at least in the former district, would be
enhanced.^
When political officials are elected by districts, the
opportunities for black representation depend greatly on the
way district lines are drawn. Jurisdictions have diluted
black voting strength through practices such as dividing a
geographical concentration of minorities among several
districts, all predominantly white, or overpopulating one
district with blacks under circumstances in which more than
one district could have had substantial minority populations.
Although the districts may technically comply with the
one-person, one-vote principle (that is, equalizing population
among districts), the way the districts are drawn may raise
questions as to the jurisdiction's intent, especially if
they are neither compact nor contiguous. For example,
with ten districts in a hypothetical town of 10,000 that is
40 percent black, district lines could be drawn so as to
preclude the possibility of any black representation.^
Changing the boundaries of the jurisdiction also can
affect the opportunities for black representation. For
example, by annexing predominantly white areas, a jurisdiction
can increase its proportion of white voters. The consolida¬
tion of two jurisdictions also can have this effect. In the
^United States Commission on Civil Rights, The Voting
Rights Act; Unfulfilled Goals (Washington, D.C.; Government
Printing Office, 1981), pp. 101-102.
^Ibid., p. 103.
context of an at-large system and a high degree of racial
bloc voting, these types of changes would reduce the
opportunities for black representation in the enlarged
jurisdiction, since the black percentage of the total
population would decrease.^
Equally important in determining the opportunities of
blacks to be elected are a variety of voting rules. In the
context of a particular election system (for example,
at-large, mixed, single-member, multimember district), there
are also voting rules that govern the way candidates are
elected and the way citizens may vote. For example,
jurisdictions may require winning candidates to receive a
majority rather than a plurality of the vote. If no
candidate receives a majority, the top two candidates face
one another in a run-off.^
The effect of this rule upon black candidates can be
significant, especially in jurisdictions where whites are in
a majority and consistently refuse to support black
candidates. In a jurisdiction with 4,000 black voters and
6,000 white voters, a majority vote rule would inevitably
force a black candidate and several white candidates ^to run
^Ibid., p. 104.
^Georgia is one of nine states that nominates candidates
for public office on the basis of a majority rather than a
plurality rule (Key, 1949, p. 417; 1964, p. 384). Under the
majority system, a successful candidate must achieve an
absolute majority in the first primary. If no one attracts
at least 50 percent of the vote, the top two candidates
face each other in a run-off primary.
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and if whites split their votes among the white candidates,
the black candidate may win a plurality of the votes.
Without some white support, however, black candidates would
probably not receive a majority of the votes needed to win
a run-off. Under a majority vote rule, a run-off with a
white candidate in these circumstances would generally
result in defeat.^
Other voting rules, often found in conjunction with
the majority vote rule, also can limit black opportunities
for elected office. When more than one member of a
governmental body is elected at-large, several voting rules
can make it difficult for a black community to target its
votes in order to gain elected representation. For example,
in a hypothetical town of 6,000 whites and 4,000 blacks,
four council members are simultaneously elected at large.
Each voter is able to cast four votes among a field of ten
white candidates and one black candidate. With all black
voters targeting their votes for the black candidate and
voting for no one else, and if the white voters split their
votes among the ten white candidates, the black candidate
would probably be among the four winners. However, a
In most elections in the south, white racial bloc
voting patterns is “he norm rather than the exception. For
example, in an election in which a black and white are running
against each other, white voters overwhelmingly cast their
votes for the white candidate. Even where the black candi¬
date is highly qualified, he or she usually receives
insignificant votes from white voters.
9
number of rules, in effect, prevent this targeting or
p
"single-shot" voting.
It should be pointed out that the Voting Rights Act of
1965, in particular is the most important piece of civil
rights legislation passed since the reconstruction period.
If it is fully enforced in conjunction with earlier
statutes and court decisions, it can provide the legal basis
for eliminating the caste system under which blacks have
suffered since slavery. Under the caste system, blacks were
considered subjects obliged to obey the commands of those
occupying authoritative positions but not citizens priviledged
to participate in choosing authorities and structuring
commands. Over time, an elaborate system of rewards and
punishment evolved to reinforce and maintain this oppressive
order, euphemistically called the southern way of life.
Jones points out that:
The cement holding all of this together was the
exclusive exercise of state power at the local
level by force of oppression. The Smith v.
Allwright decision of 1944 outlawing the white
primary could be considered the beginning of the
frontal assault on the caste system. The Voting
Rights Act could be the coup de grace. The vast
network of legal and extra legal, covert and
overt, psychological and physical devices used
^Targeting or "single-shot" voting may be prohibited,
by requiring voters to cast ballots for a full slate of
candidates to make their ballots count. Thus, black ballots
probably would ensure the success of four white candidates.
Also, each of the four positions might have a residency
requirement, but voting is done under an at-large system.
That is, candidates for at-large positions must reside in a
specific district or section of the jurisdiction. This
voting rule would make single-shot voting impossible by
separating the four at-large positions into four races for
four distinct positions.
10
to maintain the suppression of blacks in the rural
south is becoming unstuck. This is obvious to
even the most casual traveller, and for those
whose memories and experiences antedate Smith v.
Allwricht the changes are nothing less than
remarkable.9
However, it would be a serious error to assume
uncritically that the promise of the VRA has been realized
or that it is destined to be. The VRA has been met with
studied opposition by southern whites.^® Indeed, although
minority representation at virtually every level in states
covered by the Voting Rights Act has increased over the last
five years, blacks continue to be severly underrepresented
in most elective offices.The situation appears to be even
more acute in jurisdictions with particular election systems
and voting rules. At-large election systems appear to have
a severe negative effect, and they are extensively used.^^
For example, in the southern states covered by the
preclearance provisions of the Voting Rights Act, there were
twenty-nine municipalities in 1978 with a black majority
and total population of 2,500 or more, but with no black
representation. Of these, twenty-two (76 percent) have
at-large elections. In 59 percent of all southern cities
g
Mack H. Jones, "Black Officeholders in Local Govern¬
ments of the South: An Overview," Politics Problems of
Political Participation 71 (1971):2,
^®Ibid., p. 3.
^^United States Commission on Civil Rights, The Voting




with a population of 2,500 or more, in which blacks comprise
less than 50 percent of the population, and that employ at'
large elections only, no blacks serve on city governing
councils. This compares with 36 percent of cities using
mixed or single-member district election systems.
Multimember election systems also have been associated
with minimal levels of black representation. Where multi¬
member election systems are employed, efforts of black
candidates to gain election are also made more difficult.
For example, in the southern states covered by the preclear¬
ance provisions of the Voting Rights Act, three states' upper
houses and three states' lower houses employ multimember
districts. In these legislative chambers, thirty-one blacks
held office in 1980, 5.8 percent of the total number of
legislators. The situation is most severe in states that
employ multimember districts extensively. In Virginia and
North Carolina, where eighty-two of 162 legislative districts
are multimember, blacks hold ten seats, 3.2 percent of all
legislative seats.
Additionally, political power commensurate with their
numbers has not come to blacks in the south, although the
widespread publicity given to the increasing number of black
elected officials obscures this fact. For example,
^'^Ibid. , p. 109.
1 5
Joint Center for Political Studies, National Roster
of Black Elected Officials (Washington, D.C.: Center Press,
1981), pp. 202-262.
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governments in Georgia's twenty-two black majority counties
remain lily-white, whereas in others, blacks may be associated
with those who exercise power or they may participate in the
16decisional process without actually exercising power.
Blacks, for instance, comprise 27 percent of Georgia's
population. According to the 1980 census information on
population in the counties of Georgia, only seven of the 159
counties are without black residents. Of the 152 counties
which have black inhabitants, 109 of them have black
populations in excess of 20 percent of the overall population.
Therefore, one might argue that the potential exists in
these 109 counties for a high degree of black representation.
Yet, a close examination of the counties, twenty of which
are majority black, shows that of the 505 county commissioners,
only forty-four or 8.7 percent are black. This means that
only 8.7 percent of the governing officials are black,
even though blacks comprise 20 percent or more of the total
population in the counties. Factors which account for the
low level of black representation on the governing boards
can be traced directly to legal, extra-legal and illegal
actions designed to regulate black representation, as a case
study of Burke County, Georgia will show throughout this
study.
Jones, "Black Officeholders in Local Government of
the South: An Overview," p. 378.
^^Burke County, Georgia is one of many case studies
presented in this study. It documents the negative effects
of particular election systems, boundary changes, and voting





Burke County is a large, predominantly rural county
located in eastern Georgia. Eight hundred and thirty-one
square miles in area,^^ it is approximately two-thirds the
size of the state of Rhode Island. According to the 1980
census, Burke County had a total population of 19,349, of
whom 10,385 or nearly 54 percent were black.The average
age of blacks living there is lower than the average age
of whites. Thus, whites constitute a slight majority of
the voting age population. As of 1985, 9,462 persons are
registered to vote in Burke County, of whom 4,226 or 44.7
percent are black.
The Burke County Board of Commissioners' governs the
county. It was created in 1911 and consists of five members
elected at-large to concurrent four-year terms by all quali¬
fied voters in the county. The county has never been divided
into districts, either for the purpose of imposing a
residency requirement for candidates to be elected by voters
residing in a district. In order to be nominated or elected,
a candidate must receive a majority of the votes cast in
the primary or general election, and a run-off must be held
if no candidate receives a majority in the first or general
1 fi
United States Department of Commerce, Bureau of the
Census, County and City Data Book (Washington, D.C.:




election. Each candidate must run for a specific seat on
the Board and a voter may vote only once for any candidate.
No black has ever been elected to the Burke County Board of
Commissioners, through the at-large system.
Thus, appellee black citizens of the county filed a
class action in Federal District Court in 1976, alleging
that the at-large system of elections violated the Fourteenth
and Fifteenth Amendment rights by diluting the voting power
of black citizens. Finding that the blacks have always made
up a substantial majority of the county's population but that
they are a minority of the registered voters, that there
had been bloc voting along racial lines, and that past
discrimination had restricted the present opportunity of
blacks to participate effectively in the political process,
the District Court held that although the state policy behind
the at-large electoral system was neutral in origin, the
policy was being maintained for invidious purposes in viola¬
tion of the appelles' Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendment
rights. The court then ordered the county to be divided
into districts for purposes of electing County Commissioners.
The Court of Appeals affirmed, holding that the District
Court properly required the appelles to prove that the
at-large system was maintained for a discriminatory purpose,
and that the District Court's findings were not only clearly
erroneous but that its conclusion that the at-large system
was maintained for invidious purposes was virtually mandated
by the overwhelming proof.
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The July 1, 1982 ruling by the Supreme Court sustained
District Court's finding that at-large electoral system
in Burke County, Georgia, was being maintained for: (1)
invidious purpose of diluting voting strength of black
population; and (2) ordering utilization of single-member
districts .
In summary, evidence from the study supports the belief
that throughout Burke county and most Georgia counties,
whites continue to resist the election of blacks to any
office in any jurisdiction where a significant percentage
(and it can be well below a majority) of the population is
white. The very successes that blacks have achieved under
the Voting Rights Act seem to have moved many whites in
Burke county and the rest of Georgia toward making it more
difficult for blacks to hold onto and increase their gains.
For instance, symbolic of this has been the refusal of the
Georgia Assembly (the State Legislature) to remove the
20
literacy test from the State Constitution.
Thus, the use of a wide panoply of tactics by whites
to obstruct effective black representation in politics has
produced an elaborate covert game. In it, whites in power
realize they must avoid blatant and overt racial intimidation
and patently excessive legal violations. Instead, there is
20
Brian Sherman, Half a Foot in the Door: Black
Participation in Georgia Local Electoral Politics: Sixteen
Years After the Voting Rights Act (Atlanta, Georgia: Voting
Rights Study Group, 1982), pp. 1-2.
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continual innovation of practices which are either covert





II. THE PROBLEM AND ITS SETTING
Agency and Unit Description.
The writer worked as a research intern with the National
Conference of Black Mayors, Inc. (NCBM), at their national
headquarters, Atlanta, Georgia. The National Conference
of Black Mayors was founded in 1974. It all began in 1972
when seven black mayors gathered together in Alabama to form
the Alabama Conference of Black Mayors and later met more
formally in Santee, South Carolina to form the Southern
Conference of Black Mayors. Shortly thereafter, the SCBM
expanded to include black mayors across the United States
and likewise, change its name to National Conference of
Black Mayors, Inc.
Presently NCBM has an active membership of 253 mayors.
It continues to develop innovative programs to increase the
managerial effeciency of its members. In order to accomplish
this effort, chapter coordinators have been positioned in
Alabama, South Carolina, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Texas,
Missouri, Mississippi, Illinois and Louisiana (see Appendix A).
Internship Experience.
The writer worked as a member of staff under the direct
supervision of the Executive Secretary of NCBM. Assignments
included pursuing pertinent research activities focusing on
17
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black representation. Also the writer set up a database of
statistics pertaining to the role of black mayors in America's
big cities in channeling benefits to blacks. Additionally,
the writer participated fully in the activities of the
organization. For example, NCBM, in its resolve to confront
problems besieging black managed cities, developed the
following objectives:
1. Improvement of the executive management capac¬
ity and efficiency of member municipalities in
the delivery of - municipal services
2. The creation of viable communities within
which the normal functions of government can
be performed with a reasonable degree of
efficiency
3. Providing the basis upon which new social
overhead investments in the infrastructure
of municipalities might be accomplished
through utilization of federal, state, local
and private resources to encourage new
industry and increase employment-
4. Assistance to municipalities in stabilizing
their populations through the general
improvement of the quality of life for their
residents, creating viable alternatives to
outward migration and the resulting "brain
drain" experienced by small cities.^2
Definition of the Problem: Limited Access
to the Electoral Process for Blacks.
Since passage of the Voting Rights Act, the number of
minority elected officials has increased substantially.
However,, serious underrepresentation of minorities in
22
National Conference of Black Mayors, Inc., Conference
Brochures (Atlanta, Georgia: Conference Press, 1985) , p"i 2T.
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elective office in Georgia can be attributed to the election
systems utilized in the counties of the state.
Although minority representation at virtually every
level in states covered by the Voting Rights Act has increased
over the last five years, minorities continue to be severely
underrepresented in most elective offices.The situation
appears to be even more acute in jurisdictions with
particular election systems and voting rules. At-large
election systems, for instance, appear to have a severe
negative effect, and they are extensively used in Georgia's
counties.
In Burke County, Georgia, blacks have always made up
a substantial majority of the population, but they are a
distinct minority of the registered voters. There was
also overwhelming evidence of bloc voting along racial
lines. Hence, although there had been black candidates,
no black had ever been elected to the Burke County commis¬
sion. These facts bear heavily on the issue of purpose¬
ful discrimination, voting along racial lines allows those
elected to ignore black interests without fear of political
consequences, and without bloc voting the minority candidates
would not lose elections solely because of their race.
Joint Center for Political Studies, National Roster
of Black Elected Officials, pp. 55-60.
^"^Charles Cotrell, A Report on the Participation of
Minorities, Political Institutions and Processes in the
U.S. (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Center,
1980), p. 251.
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Because it is sensible to expect that at least some blacks
would have been elected in Burke County, the fact that none
has ever been elected is important evidence of purposeful
exclusion.
Despite the fact that Burke County has a 54 percent
black population, no black has ever been elected to the
25
five member county commission. Although two black candi¬
dates have run for the commission, they fared miserably in
the county wide elections. Neither candidate received a
majority of votes in any of the predominantly white
precincts.
Black residents of the county filed a suit in district
court in 1976, alleging that the at-large method of electing
county commissioners unconstitutionally diluted their voting
strength under the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments,
and Section II of the Voting Rights Act. The district court
held in favor of the black plaintiffs and the court of
2 7
Appeals for the Fifth Circuit affirmed the decision.
As indicated earlier, Burke county was created by the
state in 1777 from the colonial parish of St. George. It is
one of the state's original counties. The county was named
to honor Edmond Burke, a member of Parliament who supported
the colonies' interests. However, Burke County, Georgia,
25
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, The Voting Rights
Act of 1965, p. 115.
2^Ibid., P- 116.
^'^ibid. , P- 117.
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like many southern counties, has a history rooted in slavery,
discrimination, and plantation life. But Burke county is
significantly different from many counties in the south.
The resistance to equal rights for blacks has been worse
there than in virtually all other Georgia counties. Changes
there have been slight over the past fifteen years, and one
finds there; "the fact that politics was perceived as a
white man's game, the assumption on the part of white citizens
2 8
that black people should be excluded.
To this day, voter registration has been made as
difficult in Burke County as possible. The effect has been
2 Q
predictable. Even with the salutary result of the Voting
Rights Act, blacks are still only 38 percent of the
registered voters in the county. Whites are 62 percent of
the registered voters, and whites are registered at a rate
3 050 percent higher per capita based on voting age populations,
(see Table 3) .
^®Ibid., p. 118.
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Even with substantial voting age majorities in the
past twenty to twenty-five years, blacks have been unable
to exert significant county-wide political influence. There
has been no election in which the election of a black was
even a close possibility.
^^The preliminary 1980 census report indicates that
blacks are nearly 54 percent of the county's population, but
many blacks leave Burke county when they are adults because
it is "an undesirable place for blacks," so the voting age
percentage is lower. That exact figure is not yet available
in the 1980 census, but assuming the ratios of older blacks
to younger blacks, and older whites to younger whites, is
about the same as in the past censuses, blacks are 47.6
percent of the total voting age population.
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TABLE 3
CHANGES IN POPULATION IN BURKE COUNTY, GEORGIA
BY RACE 1930-1980
Year Total Black Total % Black % White
1930 29,224 22,698 77.7 23.3
1940 26,520 19,866 74.9 25.1
1950 23,458 16,734 71.3 28.7
1960 20,596 13,685 66.4 33.6
1970 18,248 10,988 60.2 39.8
1980 19,349 10,385 54.0 46.0
Source: Voter Education Project, Inc., 1984 Reports,
(Atlanta, Georgia: VEP Press, 1984), p. 25.
Additionally, the at-large election system utilized by
Burke county has been purposefully maintained to deny blacks
equal political access. However, the past electoral
discrimination by the state continues to this day through
statewide enactment. The new 1976 Georgia Constitution
still demands a literacy test and "good character and
understanding" test for voting, although this provision is
still under suspension through the effect of the 1965 Voting
Rights Act.
Indeed the effect of laws, such as the disfranchisement
law, white primary over the years, in Burke County was
drastic. For example, prior to the Voting Rights Act of
23
1965, as of December 19, 1962, only 427 blacks were regis¬
tered to vote in Burke County, or 6.5 percent of the eligi-
31
ble black population. By contrast, 3,664 whites were
registered, or 84.1 percent of the eligible white population.
Following enactment of the Voting Rights Act, by August 31,
1967, black voter registration in Burke County had increased
to 2,760 or 41.8 percent of the eligible black population.
In this same period, white voter registration, in response
to the increase in black registration, had expanded to
31
The purpose of the State Constitutional Convention
of 1908 was to disfranchise blacks. A grand father clause
granted the franchise to persons who had served in wars of
the U.S. or in the forces of the confederate states, or
persons who descended therefrom. Blacks, of course, would
not qualify under those provisions except in rare cases.
The white primary served to effectively remove blacks from
all political activity in the State of Georgia.
32
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, The Voting Rights
Act of 1965, pp. 222-223.
III. REVIEW OF LITERATURE
A great deal of controversy has emerged in recent years
regarding the impact of various council member election
procedures on minority representation. Specifically, it
has been widely proclaimed that at-large election schemes
have a negative impact on minority election to city councils
and that single member district plans have a positive impact.
Yet, there have been relatively few comparative analyses of
the impact of such plans on minority representation. The
few studies that have made such attempts have tended to
focus merely on black representation and have used either a
single city or a geographically restricted number of cities
as the units of analysis.
Cities of the deep south are distinctive because they
are at once influenced by a consistently large black popula¬
tion and history of discrimination. Equitable representa¬
tion for black citizens in southern city governments has
been achieved in only a few instances. Over one half of the
cities of three states in which studies were conducted in
1984, there were no black citizens on the governing body
despite the fact that blacks averaged 25 to 30 percent of
the total population. Yet the record of change in the south
is impressive; the number of black officials has grown
24
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steadily since the imposition of the Voting Rights Act of
1964 and the phenomenal expansion of registered black'^ voters.
Latimer points out that, "the registered black electorate has
more than doubled in size since 1965 and major progress has
occurred in all aspects of southern black political participa
4.- ..33tion. '
The importance of new black power in southern politics
is speculative; the presence of blacks in governmental
office may or may not insure real representation for-the
black community; it does at least provide input which might
benefit minority interests. The unevenness of the growing
black representation which is found in southern city govern¬
ments raises the important question of why blacks are
successful at some local elections but unsuccessful in others
Case studies point to the possibility that the election
method itself has an impact on increasing or depressing
black voter participation. One such indication is the
contrasting voting turnout in Auburn, Alabama and in border¬
ing Opelika before and after a change in Auburn's election
system. Election returns over thirteen years show that
turnout in the heavily black district (43 percent) of Auburn
increased significantly after the governmental change from
at-large to district election; simultaneously one black
member and then two were elected to the city council for the
33
Margaret Latimer, "Black Representation in Southern
Cities," Urban Affairs Quarterly 15 (September 1979):65-
86.
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first time. The white districts in Auburn showed a
reasonably constant voting turnout over time. On the other
hand, turnout growth in neighboring Opelika (where an
all-white commission is elected at-large) proved to be
erratic and not correlated with racial population. The
contrast suggests that black participation increased where
equitable representation became a reality. As Latimer
indicates, "the district election system apparently not only
allowed black representation, it also stimulated black
voting turnout.
Even though the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960's
succeeded in removing overt, legal restrictions from black
political participation, it failed to bring about black
political representation commensurate with the size of the
black population. Subsequent analyses of reasons for the
continued political underrepresentation of blacks have led
to the identification of other, more subtle restraints on
black political participation, often referred to as
"institutional racism". Jones defines institutional racism
as: "racism attributable to the fundamental operating rules
of an institution, and which on the basis of race preempts
blacks from effective access to the decision-making process.
34
Latimer, "Black Representation in Southern Cities,"
pp. 67-69.
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Clinton Jones, "The Impact of Local Election System
on Black Political Representation," Urban Affairs Quarterly
11 (March 1976) :345-356.
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The at-large method of electing city council members
was popularly proposed by middle and upper-class Americans
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
as a device to destroy one of the institutional bases for
urban political machine domination by eliminating the
feudalistic ties of the predominately white urban masses to
the urban political machine.
MacManus using post-change data, found that equity
levels were no higher in cities which had changed to at-large
elections. However, her data included only five cities which
had adopted at-large systems and she did not of course
3 6
provide any before and after comparison of equity levels.
Davidson and Korbel on the other hand found that minority
representation increased considerably in twenty-one Texas
cities which abandoned at-large councils for district or
37
mixed systems during the 1970's. The findings strongly
support the argument that the southern movement to districts
is linked to increases in black representational equity.
However, according to Heilig and Mundt, those cities which
underwent a structural change also experienced enormous
increases in equity; those which changed from at-large
3 6
Susan MacManus, "City Council Election Procedures and
Minority Representation: Are they Related?" Social Science
Quarterly 59 (June 1978):153-161.
3 7
Chandler Davidson and George Korbel, "At-Large
Election and Minority Group Representation: A Re-Examination
of Historical and Contemporary Evidence," Journal of Politics
43 (November 1981):990.
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to mixed systems show a .54 increase in the equity score,
while those which adopted district systems had an even
3 8
greater increase of ,72.
One hundred and thirty-six cities studied, elected
their city council by at-large and districts method. One
hundred and six at large and thirty by district. More
blacks live in at-large cities than in district cities, but
hold a lower percentage of council seats in at-large cities
than in district cities. Thus, if election systems are
irrelevant to black representation, blacks should hold a
higher percentage of council seats in at-large systems
simply because blacks are a greater percentage of the
population in those cities. The black representation ratios
indicate, as well, the serious underrepresentation of black
Americans on city councils regardless of election system.
The representation ratios point out that at-large systems
work in conjunction with and supplement other factors that
39
serve to restrict black membership on city councils.
Some have suggested that at-large races require more
financial support and more recognition from the media and
general public than district ones; therefore black candidate
may fail to enter or win at-large contests.
3 8
Peggy Heilig and Robert Mundt, "Changes in Representa
tional Equity: The Effect of Adopting Districts," Social
Science Quarterly 64 (June 1983) :394.
39
Jones, "The Impact of Local Election System on Black
Political Representation," p. 350.
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Karnig and Welch's analysis of 1978 council membership
in 264 cities which have populations over 25,000 and which
are at least 10 percent black shows that district elections
40
resulted in nearly proportional representation for blacks.
While they found that the difference between black and white
incomes has the strongest explanatory link to black council
equity; they state that provision of district elections is
evidently the most important variable that can be politically
manipulated to improve the opportunity for equitable black
representation on city councils.
Although increased black representation is to some
extent a function of black socioeconomic characteristics,
representational equity increased substantially in cities
where blacks are relatively less affluent as well as in
those cities with a smaller gap between black and community
incomes. In the twenty-eight cities with an income gap
below the mean, equity scores increased from .103 before
districts to .727 after the new electoral systems were in
place. In the thirty cities above the mean where blacks
are relatively more affluent, equity scores increased from
.194 to .822.
40
Albert Karnig and John Welch, "Black Representation
on City Councils," Urban Affairs Quarterly 12 (December 1976)
223-242.
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Davidson and Korbel, "At-Large Election and Minority
Group Representation: A Re-Examination of Historical and
Contemporary Evidence," p. 990.
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The presence of a black middle class may be helpful
but does not seem to be necessary, to increase representa¬
tional equity for blacks once at-large councils are replaced
42
by district system.
It has been argued that black aspirants fare better in
district races because they can better avoid direct competi¬
tion with white candidates, thereby circumventing the impact
of an often hostile white majority electorate.
Cole found that blacks in New Jersey are more equitably
represented in communities of higher socioeconomic status,
and argue that where the white population is more affluent,
whites are more tolerant of black progress; hence, black
43
candidates are more likely to be elected.
In less affluent cities, whites tend to be more
prejudiced and are threatened by black electoral success;
consequently, black candidates are less apt to win
44
elections.
Proportional black representation is positively related
to black organizational and socioeconomic resources. If it
is organized and resourceful, black communities can act
influentially to insure fair representation. With enhanced
42
Robert Mundt and Peggy Heilig, "District Representa¬
tion in the Urban South," Journal of Politics 44 (November
1982):1035.
43
Leonard Cole, "Electing Blacks to Municipal Office:
Structural and Social Determinants," Urban Affairs Quarterly
10 (September 1974):17-39.
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Albert Karnig and John Welch, "Black Representation
on City Councils," Urban Affairs Quarterly 12 (December 1978)
223.
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black organizational development, a broader distribution of
the skills necessary for effective campaign activity is
expected. Similarly, socioeconomic resources vis a vis
whites should favor black representation. As the black
middle class grows, so too does the segment of the black
community which has the talents, the time, and the resources
for electoral activity. It is probable as well that where
blacks are more prosperous, they tend to register to vote
and to act with more electoral cohesion, thereby improving
the chances of electing black council members.
It seems obvious that adoption of district elections,
especially in pure systems but also in mixed arrangements
is the key to increasing black representation in the south.
It is worth pointing out that political repression in
Burke County had been given legislative sanction by the
Georgia Legislature in 1901 when a new constitution was
adopted which legitimized black disenfranchisement.
According to Key:
The grand purpose of suffrage limitation
and of the one-party system is, of course,
to maintain an interracial equilibrium
consistent with the dominant ideology of
the south.
Key further notes that the disenfranchisement efforts
"served a symbolic function (and that) if the whole business
were forgotten, the consequences might not be so grave as
46
advocates of the white supremacy predict." However, while
45




white resistance to black suffrage may have been fostered
by ideological needs, this resistance was also grounded in
concrete reality as discussed earlier.
On the other hand, commitment to the ideology of
electoral politics as the means to achieve economic and
social parity caused a great deal of attention to be focused
on those southern counties where black population was in
a majority. For it was in these areas that the greatest
opportunity to wrest control of local governmental apparatus
existed.
According to Carmichael and Hamilton, black power means,
"in such areas ... where black people have a majority, they
47
will attempt to use power to exercise control." However,
as Strong notes:
The problem of interracial conflict for power
occurred in its most acute form in connection
with local government and legislative
representation in these counties and cities
with black majorities.
Conceptual Framework of Analysis.
A review of the literature clearly shows that democratic
theory has not yet come up with a rigorous conception of
what democracy really means.
47
Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton, Black Power:
The Politics of Liberation in America (New York: Vintage
Press, 1979), p. 30.
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Donald S. Strong, "Alabama Transition and Alienation,"
in The Changing Politics of the South (Baton Rouge, Louisiana
University Press, 1972), p. 540.
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According to Varba and Nie, political participation is
"a means by which social or economic inequalities can be
reduced ..." Following this premise, the literature leaves
no doubt that the "vote is the primary participatory means
available to southern blacks." This conclusion is the logical
result of the following definition. Political participation,
says Verba, are "those activities by private citizens that
are more or less directly aimed at influencing the selection
of governmental personnel and/or the actions they take."
Moreover, it is "one of the main mechanisms by which leaders
become aware of citizen preferences and become motivated
49
to act on them."
While this definition is expansive enough to include
a wide range of activities, most researchers limit the scope
of this concept to those activities associated with
electoral politics, i.e. voting, voter registration and
public office-holding.
Keech asserts that "the vote is the strongest weapon in
a democracy," and that once all eligible Negroes vote, "a
majority of the obstacles standing in their way will vanish
1-1 • I II5 0like snow in a summer's sun.
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Sidney Verba and Norman H. Nie, Participation in
American Political Democracy and Social Equality (New York:
Harper and Row Publishers, 1972), pp. 2, 7 and 12.
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William R. Keech, The Impact of Negro Voting: The
Role of the Vote in the Quest for Equality (Chicago:
Rand McNally & Company, 1968), p. 3.
IV. METHODOLOGY
A descriptive method was used in this study because
it is felt that prevailing notions regarding black representa¬
tion prove inadequate when applied, without modifications
to the southern black milieu.
This study, therefore, broadens the data base available
on black representation in local election seats. This writer
employed the method of a case study for the purpose of
gathering and analyzing data.
Primary and secondary sources' of data were utilized to
descriptively analyze the impact of three types of election
schemes on black representation in Burke County. However,
the findings of this study may not be conclusive because a
survey of respondents in Burke county was not conducted.
Primary Data.
Primary data sources included unstructured interviews
with officials of the Voter Education Project and Southern
Regional Council who deal with Burke County. Also, partici¬
pant observation techniques were used while the writer
served as an intern with the National Conference of Black
Mayors (NCBM) in Atlanta, Georgia. Participant observation
helped the writer to observe and analyze problems pertinent
to black representation. The reason for selecting officials
34
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of the Voter Education Project and Southern Regional Council
was on the basis of accessibility, years of involvement and
presumed knowledge of the impact of the three election
systems on black representation.
Furthermore, unstructured interviews were conducted
during the writer's internship period. Four and two
officials from the Voter Education Project and Southern
Regional Council respectively were selected and interviewed.
These oral interviews were aimed at ascertaining the impact
of the three election systems on black representation.
The interview method was chosen for two reasons. First,
it is less expensive and less time consuming. Second, it
has a high response rate. The writer recorded respondents'
answers by writing them down in a notebook. The weaknesses
of the interview method are as follows: the number selected
was small due to limited time; some respondents' answers
were not representative of the majority of Burke County
residents. An average of half an hour was devoted to each
informal interview. Additionally, a number of other dis¬
cussions with the Voter Education Project personnel have
helped to verify and supplement data from this source.
Secondary Data.
Secondary data sources were derived from state govern¬
ment periodicals, publications and Census Bureau reports.
Additionally, data was obtained from the Voter Education
Project based in Atlanta, Georgia, whose objectives include
36
helping citizens in the eleven southern states achieve full
political representation through programs of election systems
research. Books, reports, court cases, federal and Supreme
Court decisions on the subject were also utilized.
V. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
Elected officials of Burke County have been unresponsive
and insensitive to the needs of the black community which
increases the likelihood that the political process was not
equally open to blacks. However, a discussion of black
underrepresentation must be prefaced with a general overview
of the three major election systems utilized in Georgia's
159 counties.
General Overview of the Three
Major Election Systems.
At-Large Elections
County at-large elections are those in which voters
select officials who not only represent the districts from
which they are elected, but all others in the county. In
the seventy-six at-large counties with black populations of
20 percent or more, black political participation and
representation is stifled by the continued existence of
county commissions with a low number of seats available for
competition. In those at-large counties with black popula¬
tions of 20 percent or more, seven have one member boards
of county commissioners, thirty-seven have five member
boards and thirty-one have three member boards. Similarly,
in these at-large counties with black populations in excess
37
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of 20 percent, efforts are not directed at increasing black
voter registration. “ In all of these counties, the proportion
of black registration is considerably lower than for whites.
One could easily assume that more efforts are directed
towards increasing white registration as opposed to black
registration. The one exception is Hancock County, a
majority black county, where efforts to increase black
registration and get out the vote campaigns have resulted in
effectively translating the voting strength of blacks into
control of the county's political apparatus. However, in
the remaining twelve of the twenty majority black counties
with at-large elections, eight are without black representa¬
tion on the county commissions and the remaining have a low
level of black registration. In the seventy-six counties
which have black populations of 20 percent or more and
at-large elections, blacks have one member each in ten
counties. However, blacks, have no representation in the
remaining sixty-six counties.
Combination of At-Large and Single
Member District Elections.
The combination of at-large and single member district
elections suggests better prospects for increasing black
representation, but have been characterized not only by the
old problems of the at-large elections, but by new ones
which have evolved as a result of efforts by whites to retain
control of the county politics, e.g.. chairmanships of
39
county coitunissions are closely tied to at-large seats and
are mainly controlled by whites.
Under the combination system of elections, chairpersons
of county commissions are often elected from at-large posts
and seats which are currently dominated by whites. Further¬
more, at-large elections actually reduce the number of
potential seats which would otherwise be open for competition
at the district level. This system lessens the opportunity
for increasing the potential for electing blacks to the
commissions and to the chairmanships since most of these
at-large offices are designed to give whites an electoral
advantage and reflects mostly areas where whites comprise
significantly higher registrants than blacks. Though the
number of elective positions in the combination at-large
and single member district counties are higher than in both
the at-large and the single member district counties, the
increases are neutralized by the number of seats available
for the at-large elections. In the twenty-two counties
with a black population of 20 percent or more which use the
combined at-large and single member district election,
twenty-nine or 26.9 percent of the 109 county commissioners
are elected at-large and the majority of them are white.
Black registration, though higher in these counties than in
the at-large counties is lower than that of whites.
Single Member Districts.
Single member district elections which were defined on
the previous page, provide the greatest opportunity for
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increasing black political representation (see Table 4).
Yet, the implementation of measures to neutralize the
election of minorities to the counties governing bodies has
begun, for all intense and purposes, to alter the reasons
for which the single member district election was established
to guarantee fair black political representation, e.g.
malapportionment.
Theoretically, single member district elections are
the most feasible alternative to the two systems described
above. The single member district election guarantees that
all the candidates and voters are from the district in which
they live and vote. Thirteen counties thus far have adopted
this form of election. Nine out of the thirteen counties
have a black population of more than 20 percent, but only
nine (15.8 percent) of the fifty-seven county commissioners
in these areas are black. The prevailing black underrepre¬
sentation in these single member districts is the result of
continuous attempts by whites to maintain political control
through gerrymandering. Blacks are vastly underrepresented
in these counties. Even in counties where blacks out number
whites in regard to the voting population as well as overall
population, the governing boards of the counties are
predominantly white. For instance, blacks comprise 51 percent
of the voting age population in Burke County, but only two
of the five members of the county commission are black.
There are other counties where blacks represent high
percentages of the population, but have no representation on
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TABLE 4
BLACKS REPRESENTATION ON COUNTY GOVERNING
BOARD BEFORE AND AFTER CHANGE
FROM AT-LARGE SYSTEMS
Counties % Black N Before After Change
Fulton 51% 7 1 3 + 2
Peach 51% 4 0 2 + 2
Terrell 61% 4 0 1 + 1
Twiggs 51% 5 0 1 +1
Webster 50% 1 0 0 -
Warren 60% 3 0 0 -
Calhoun 57% 5 0 0 -
Total 29 1 7 + 6
Source: Voter Education Project, Inc.,





the county governing boards. Blacks make-up 33 percent of
the voting age population in Dooly County, but have no
representation on the three member county board. In Twiggs
County, blacks comprise 48 percent of the voting age
population, but only one black sits on the five member board
of county commissioners.
The weakness of the single member district election
system in effectuating increases in black representation
can be attributed to three factors: (1) the consistently
low level of black registration, (2) the limited size of
county commissions, and (3) most importantly, malapportionment.
Voter registration figures for the counties in question
reflect the low level of black voter registration. The
proportion of white registration is by far higher than that
of blacks. In some instances, it is clear that the black
voting age population is substantially higher; yet, in many
of these counties, a significant number of that population
is not registered.
The number of county commission seats in the counties
with single member district elections is not uniform (the
number ranges from three to eight commissioners per county).
Of the thirteen single member district counties, only one
has eight county commission seats, two have six member
commissions, eight have five member commissions and two have
three member commissions. This reflects a lack of uniformity
in the number of county commissioners in these counties.
This situation is being utilized by the existing power
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structures to the disadvantage of blacks. The smaller the
number of the county commissioners the lesser the change of
electing blacks.
Finally, the redistricting of those counties which have
adopted the single member district election system raises
the possibility that the white power structure might attempt
to block the creation of additional black districts to insure
a substantial degree of white control in the political
process of these areas. Although blacks comprise significant
portions of the population in most of the single member
district election counties, the gross underrepresentation
of blacks on the county commissions suggests that efforts to
gerrymand the heavily concentrated black areas is without
a doubt a reality.
Burke County, Georgia;
At-Large Elections.
Despite the fact that Burke county has a 54 percent
black population, no black has ever been elected to the
five member county commission. Although two black candidates
have run for the commission, they fared miserably in the
countywide elections. Neither candidate received a majority
of votes in any of the predominantly white precincts.
Black residents of the county filed a suit in district
court in 1976, alleging that the at-large method of electing
county commissioners unconstitutionally diluted their voting
strength under the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, and
section 2 of the Voting Rights Act. The district court held
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in favor of the black plaintiffs and the Court of Appeals for
the Fifth Circuit affirmed the decision.
The District Court found numerous instances of county
unresponsiveness to the needs of the black community.
Examples include allowing some blacks to be educated in
largely segregated and clearly inferior schools, failing to
hire more than a token number of blacks for county jobs,
and paying those blacks hired lower salaries than their
white counterparts.
Thus, the District Court found further evidence of
exclusion from the political process. Past discrimination
had prevented blacks from effectively participating in
democratic party affairs and in primary elections. Until
this law suit was filed, there had never been a black member
of the County Executive Committee of the democratic party.
There were also property ownership requirements that made
it difficult for blacks to serve as chief registrar in the
county. There had been discrimination in the selection of
grand jurors, the hiring of county employees and in the
appointments to boards and committees which oversee the
county government. Discriminatory practices were commonly
utilized, they were abandoned when enjoined by courts or
made illegal by civil rights legislation and they were
replaced by laws and practices which, though neutral on
their faces, serve to maintain the status quo.
Elected officials of Burke County have been unresponsive
and insensitive to the needs of the black community which
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increases the likelihood that the political process was not
equally open to blacks. Evidence ranged from the effects
of past discrimination which still haunt the county court¬
house to the infrequent appointment of blacks to county
boards and committees, the overtly discriminatory pattern of
paving county roads; the reluctance of the county to remedy
black complaints which forced blacks to take legal action
to obtain school and grand jury desegregation; and the role
played by the county commissioners in the incorporation of
an all white private school to which they donated public
funds for the purchase of band uniforms.
Similarly, the depressed socioeconomic status of Burke
County blacks was considered. It found that proportionately
more blacks than whites have incomes below the poverty
level; nearly 53 percent of all black families living in
Burke County had incomes equal to or less than three-fourth
of a poverty-level income. Not only have blacks completed
less formal education than whites, but the education they
have received "was qualitatively inferior to a marked
degree." Blacks tend to receive less pay than whites, even
for similar work and they tend to be employed in menial jobs
more often than whites. Seventy-three percent of houses
occupied by blacks lacked all of some plumbing facilities;
only sixteen percent of white occupied houses suffered the
same deficiency. Therefore, one can conclude that the
depressed socioeconomic status of blacks result in part from
the lingering effects of past discrimination.
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It is believed that high levels of political participa¬
tion are positively related to high socioeconomic status.
A higher status individual has a greater stake in politics,
he has greater skills, more resources and greater awareness
of political matter.
Socioeconomic status, race and rates of political
participation are closely related in that socioeconomic
status is, in some sense, the key characteristic. It.is
of course, closely related to race. Blacks are in lower-
status jobs, have less education, and have lower incomes.
These characteristics in turn inhibit the rate of political
activity of blacks. On the other hand, it is the redress
of the deprivation in social and economic terms that is
likely to be the goal of black participation. If blacks
were not disadvantaged in social status, they would not
be disadvantaged in political participation.
VI. CONCLUSION
This study shows that the election systems do not
adequately provide equitable black representation on the
counties governing boards. The at-large system which is
the least favored to protect black interest, continue to
play a dominant role in the selection of county officials
in 117 counties.
Single member district election system which is now
misused in nine counties provides the best opportunity for
increasing black political representation on the county
governing bodies, that is, if the anomalities currently in
place can be corrected and future ones suppressed.
Even though blacks have made encouraging progress in
winning elective office, that progress overshadowed the
fact that blacks are still severely underrepresented among
elected public officials. The extent of this underrepresenta¬
tion is illustrated by the fact that although blacks are now
11.6 percent of the total population of the county, they
hold barely 1 percent of elective offices. Such severe
underrepresentation is partly because of the racial character
of voting in the society and partly the result of structures
and procedures that operate to exclude blacks from elective




The barriers to effective black voter registration,
participation and representation in Georgia are still intact
and concerted efforts by interested parties groups and
organizations must be directed towards breaking these barriers
if "true democracy is to become a reality."
Recommendations.
In most of Georgia's 159 counties, whites have acted
monolithically to implement a wide variety of tactics to
thwart effective black representation in government and
participation in the political process. Thus, the following
recommendations are hereby cited:
1. Blacks should foster coalition politic and
they should continue their efforts to become
more fully integrated into the political
culture of Georgia.
2. Increase, development of sources of informa¬
tion (for blacks) necessary for both politi¬
cal campaigns and systematic analysis of
the various phases of elections in Georgia.
3. The Voter Education Project, Inc., based in
Atlanta, Georgia should act as a clearing
house to determine systematic electoral
problems in counties, such as Burke.
The continued enforcement of the Voting
Rights Act is necessary if blacks are to
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